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Leveling the Playing Field: Gender Equality and 
Economic Development in Sub-Saharan Africa

Most sub-Saharan African countries have made significant strides in reducing gender inequality over the 
past two decades. However, a range of obstacles, including restricted access to opportunities (legal rights, 
education, health, and finance) continue to constrain women’s and girls’ potential. In the current environment 
of low growth that is increasingly shock prone, empowering women and girls can create a powerful inclusive 
growth engine for sub-Saharan Africa. Indeed, closing gender gaps in female labor force participation alone 
could increase GDP by 10 percent on average, and by up to 30 percent in the countries with the largest gaps 
in the region. Policy recommendations include removing remaining legal constraints, making sure that girls 
stay in school—including by addressing harmful practices, such as child marriage—and improving financial and 
digital access for women. Applying a gender lens to macroeconomic policy and structural reform design will 
significantly increase policy effectiveness. 

Closing
gender gaps

in labor force participation
in sub-Saharan African countries

could boost GDP by up to

30%
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Significant progress, yet multi-faceted challenges on gender persist
Sub-Saharan Africa has made significant strides in reducing gender inequality. The Gender Inequality Index1 (GII) 
—a composite metric of gender inequality in terms of education, labor force participation, political representation, 
and reproductive health—generally improved for sub-Saharan African countries between 2010 and 2022, in line 
with global trends, with only a handful of countries stalling (Gabon, Liberia, Mauritius) or seeing some deteriora-
tion (Benin, Nigeria) (Figure 1a). 

The generally positive trend also holds for specific dimensions of inequality. Sub-Saharan African countries have 
significantly reformed constitutional, family, property, labor, and tax laws (Christopherson and others 2024a). 
Since 2010, the average score for the region on the Women, Business and the Law index—which assesses gender 
equality in laws and regulations, including on mobility, workplace conditions, pay, marriage, parenthood, and 
entrepreneurship—improved by 11.5 points, on average, on a scale from 0 to 100 (World Bank 2024). For instance, 
between 2020 and 2022 alone, Gabon enacted laws to eliminate restrictions on women’s employment, grant 
spouses more equal rights on household decisions and assets, and prohibit gender-based discrimination in 
financial services—measures that may help invigorate progress on other dimensions of gender equality going 
forward. Across the region, gender gaps in education have also narrowed significantly. In Senegal, for example, 
the net primary enrollment rate for girls has increased by 25 percentage points in the past two decades.2  Health 
indicators have generally improved substantially, with maternal death rates decreasing from more than 800 to 

1 The index is composed of five indicators: male and female population with secondary education, labor force participation and 
share of parliamentary seats, as well as rates of maternal mortality and adolescent fertility. For more information on the GII, access  
https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/thematic-composite-indices/gender-inequality-index#/indicies/GII

2 Among policies to increase education levels in Senegal, we highlight the Ten-Year Education and Training Program (PDEF), launched 
in 2010, focused on increasing educational access and retention, particularly for girls in disadvantaged regions.

Figure 1. Sub-Saharan Africa and World: Gender Inequality Index 

Sources: United Nations Development Programme; and IMF staff calculations.
Note: In (a), GII changes in 2010-2022 not depicted as arrows for Malawi (-0.03), Burundi (-0.04), Lesotho (-0.04), Rwanda (-0.05), 
Togo (-0.05), and The Gambia (-0.08). GII data not available for Central African Republic, Comoros, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, 
São Tomé and Príncipe, Seychelles, and South Sudan (gray). In (b), variables are tranformed as follows: population with secondary 
education, share of parliamentary seats and labor force participation indicators represent female-to-male ratios; the charts depicts 
the inverse of maternal mortality rates and adolescent fertility; values are normalized on a scale of zero to one for comparability.  
EM = Emerging Markets, LIDC = Low-Income Developing Countries, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.
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less than 540 deaths in 100,000 live births over the past two decades, and adolescent fertility rates have declined 
below 10 percent. Women’s access to finance has also improved, with account ownership increasing, on average, 
by 28 percentage points in the past decade.

Yet, these statistics mask significant variations in experiences across the region. In South Sudan, for instance, 
maternal mortality remains above 1,200 deaths per 100,000 live births, and, in Niger, nearly 44 percent of primary 
age girls were not in school as of 2014—the latest year for which data are available—despite a steady increase in 
net enrollment over the years.

In several areas, gender inequality remains higher compared to other regions. Although sub-Saharan Africa, 
on average, performs better than the rest of the world in terms of the female-to-male labor force participation 
ratio and similarly in terms of female representation in parliament, it does worse in terms of education, maternal 
mortality, and adolescent fertility (Figure 1b). In addition, higher female labor force participation rates are often 
driven by poverty and the need to work in subsistence agriculture. The quality of jobs differs significantly for 
men and women: Women are more likely to be in informal employment than men in more than 90 percent of 
sub-Saharan African countries (ILO 2019). In Kenya, for instance, female labor force participation rates are high, 
but women often occupy precarious positions with limited job security and benefits (IMF 2021). Gender pay gaps 
are often wide: in Lesotho, for example, the gap, at 50.6 percent, is one of the highest globally (World Economic 
Forum 2023); in South Africa the gender pay gap is inhibiting female labor force participation (Alier and Mavee 
2023). The COVID-19 pandemic has widened gender gaps in several countries, with evidence of a “she-cession”, 
a recession that disproportionately impacts women, in Southern Africa (Thioune and others 2024).

Women tend to face significant barriers in the labor market due to discrimination and limited access to produc-
tive resources, such as land and credit. Indeed, while access to finance has generally increased in the region, 
sub-Saharan African women face limited access to formal financial institutions, which restricts their ability to save, 
invest, and grow their businesses. For instance, in The Gambia, women play a crucial role in agriculture and 
informal trade, but the tripartite legal framework constrains their access to formal financial services by reducing 
their access to property and thus collateral (IMF 2023); in Senegal, only four percent of women own land (2019 
DHS, IMF 2019b); and, in Uganda, according to the IMF’s Financial Access Survey, men were more than twice as 
likely as women to have borrowed from commercial banks in 2021.

Harmful practices and gender-based violence are a concern. The incidence of child marriage remains significant 
in most countries in the region, increasing the risk of early pregnancy, constraining girls’ school attendance and 
suppressing economic growth (Mitra and others 2020). Gender-based violence remains prevalent and results in 
substantial development losses—a one-percentage-point reduction in the share of women experiencing intimate 
partner violence could boost economic activity (as measured by night-light data) by almost 9 percent (Ouedraogo 
and Stenzel 2021). Instability and conflict increase the risk of exposure to violence. 

Addressing gender inequality could yield significant development gains
The current economic context of weakened traditional growth engines, increased frequency of shocks, and tight 
financing conditions makes addressing gender inequality an urgent priority to enhance productivity, diversifica-
tion, and overall economic growth and stability: 

 � Increasing female labor force participation results in a larger and more diverse workforce, which improves job 
matching and drives innovation—key factors for higher productivity (Hsieh and others 2019; Sayeh, Badel and 
Goyal 2023; IMF 2024a). Overall, for sub-Saharan Africa, the average benefit from closing gender gaps in labor 
force participation could be close to 10 percent of GDP, and go up to as much as 30 percent in the countries 
with largest gaps in female labor force participation (calculation following Ostry and others 2018). For instance, 
for West African Economic and Monetary Union members, per capita GDP could increase by 18 percent if 
gender gaps in the labor market were eliminated (Pennings 2022). Increasing female labor force participation 
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in Mauritius from 43 to 50 percent—the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
average—could boost the medium-term annual GDP growth rate by 0.8 percentage points and thus mitigate 
economic pressures from population aging (IMF 2024b). 

 � Providing greater access to education for girls and women builds a more skilled pool of labor and is correlated 
with better health outcomes and lower fertility rates, creating a virtuous cycle of development. In Kenya, for 
instance, equalizing male and female years of education in each income quantile could improve women’s 
productivity, reduce poverty, increase GDP by 4.4 percent, and boost the government’s revenue-to-GDP ratio 
by 0.6 percentage points due to higher female productivity and labor force participation (IMF 2021). In Angola, 
where women have on average 2.2 fewer years of education compared to men, improving female educa-
tional attainment to match those of males could increase annual GDP growth by about 0.2 percentage points 
(IMF 2024c).  

 � Enhanced gender equality in access to finance and entrepreneurship introduces new business ideas, services, 
and products to the market, promoting innovation and economic diversification. Improving financial access also 
supports female labor force participation, as highlighted in IMF country work on Côte D’Ivoire, The Gambia, 
and Rwanda (IMF 2023; IMF 2024a).

Looking ahead, gender equality is crucial for 
addressing demographic challenges.3 Sub-Saharan 
Africa faces a rapidly growing population and a large 
youth cohort—a tremendous potential for a demo-
graphic dividend if workers enter the labor force with 
good skills and health, and good quality formal jobs are 
created. Closing gender gaps in opportunities, such 
as in education and health, alleviates demographic 
pressures and supports human capital development. 
First, higher levels of education among women are 
associated with lower rates of child marriage and 
adolescent fertility (Figure 2) which can help reduce 
dependency ratios.4 Falling dependency ratios in turn 
decrease the economic burden on the working-age 
population, creating a more favorable environment 
for economic growth. Second, closing these gaps 
contributes to a more educated and healthy popula-
tion overall, since women tend to prioritize household 
resources for children’s education. It also increases 
female labor force participation and boosts economic productivity (Gu and others 2024) as highlighted in IMF 
country work on Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Sierra Leone (IMF 2019a; IMF 2019b; IMF 2020; IMF 2023b). 

Policies to boost gender equality and growth go hand in hand
The previous sections made the case that reducing gender inequality is desirable but what measures can countries 
take, including in an environment that is fiscally constrained? Here, working on reforming the law and institutions 
and including a gender lens on macroeconomic policy and structural reforms can support both overall national 
development plans while helping narrow gender gaps.

3 See April 2024 REO—Note “Building Tomorrow’s Workforce: Education, Opportunity, and Africa’s Demographic Dividend.”
4 The ratio of population that is not of working age to population that is of working age. High dependency ratios, in LIDCs often the 

proportion of people below working age to the working age population, can put pressure on public services (education, health) and 
public finances.

Figure 2. Child Marriage, Adolescent Fertility 
and Education
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Legal reforms are critical to reducing gender inequality, fostering economic development, and supporting policy 
changes. Countries can often implement these reforms through existing legal frameworks and administrative 
processes, and legal reforms can influence behavioral changes. While legal reforms may initially require little to 
no fiscal space to introduce, they need to be supported by robust frameworks, an effective and fair judicial system, 
training for law enforcement officials, and continuous monitoring and evaluation. Political will to introduce and 
implement legal reforms is central to the effort. 

For example, in Rwanda, where female parliamentarians have been pivotal in strengthening gender equality, a 
reform that allowed women to secure land titles—crucial for obtaining credit and investing in agricultural activities—
has boosted agricultural productivity (Christopherson and others 2024b). Legal measures to improve women’s 
property rights in Uganda have contributed to higher female entrepreneurship and economic participation. The 
formal legal framework in Namibia now prohibits workplace discrimination, ensures equal pay for equal work, and 
provides maternity leave.  

Public expenditures that address gender-specific challenges can reduce economic distortions and promote 
growth. By allocating resources to areas that disproportionately affect women (healthcare, education, childcare, 
other social infrastructure) governments can create a supportive e nvironment for women’s economic partici-
pation and human capital development. For instance, Kenya has made substantial public investments in early 
childhood education. Public primary schooling is fully subsidized, benefiting 40 percent of the population with 
the lowest income. The National Schools Sanitary Towel Program has provided free sanitary towels to schools, 
helping girls from households that cannot afford the cost. Improving education can take a multisector approach, 
focusing on health and infrastructure needs, on enhancing data collection, recruiting and training teachers, imple-
menting legal reforms, and eliminating gender-based violence (Gomes and others 2024).

Social safety nets, particularly targeted cash transfers, can significantly impact women’s agency and economic 
outcomes by empowering them financially and increasing control over savings and investments (Bonilla and 
others 2017; World Bank 2021; IMF 2024d). Financial independence, in turn, increases women’s bargaining 
power and decision-making capacity within the household (Ahmed and others 2024).

Gender-responsive tax policies can address both implicit and explicit biases. Although explicit gender biases in 
tax systems have largely declined globally, they remain prevalent in sub-Saharan Africa (Evans and others 2024). 
For example, in Kenya and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, married women’s incomes are legally consid-
ered their husband’s property. Implicit gender biases in tax systems, such as family-based tax regimes, discourage 
women’s employment and entrepreneurship. Individualizing personal income tax, making tax systems more 
progressive, and raising low capital income taxes that favor men, including by abolishing preferential treatments, 
can support gender equality. 

Gender budgeting integrates a gender perspective into the budget process through the design and implemen-
tation of well-structured fiscal policies and sound public financial management tools. A global survey of gender 
budgeting programs finds that sub-Saharan African countries slightly outperform other regions in areas such 
as gender audits, budget execution reports, and linking goals and programs, although these practices are still 
at a basic level (Keating and others 2024). For instance, Rwanda’s approach includes a strong legal framework, 
gender-disaggregated data collection, and the extensive use of gender budget statements. Its Gender Monitoring 
Office ensures compliance through field visits, audits, and annual reports. Uganda’s Parliament requires a 
Certificate of Gender and Equity Compliance for budget approval, while the Women Parliamentary Association 
actively vets Budget Framework Papers for gender and equity responsiveness.

Structural reforms to increase women’s access to financial services are also essential for economic empowerment. 
Women face significant barriers in accessing finance, such as a lack of collateral and higher interest rates, limited 
financial literacy, and societal norms and gender biases also restrict women’s ability to secure loans. To address 
these challenges, many commercial banks in Nigeria have developed tailored loan products for women-owned 
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small and medium enterprises, with features such as lower interest rates, reduced or modified collateral require-
ments, and access to mentors and financial literacy information (AFI 2022). Such efforts are crucial in bridging the 
gender gap in financial inclusion and fostering a more equitable economic landscape. 

Finally, implementing gender-responsive fiscal, structural, financial, and legal reforms in a holistic, complemen-
tary and coordinated manner could better address the multifaceted barriers to gender equality. 

Conclusion 
Gender inequalities in sub-Saharan Africa have subsided in the past decades, but several challenges persist. To 
reap the economic benefits of gender equality, policies should focus on removing policy-induced distortions that 
prevent women from attaining their full potential, and gender considerations should be integrated into the overall 
policy design. Governments should prioritize the revision and enforcement of laws that promote gender equality, 
ensuring that women have equal access to property, employment, and financial services, and address harmful 
practices, such as child marriage. Fiscal policies should be designed with a gender lens, including by focusing 
on investments in social (healthcare, education) and other infrastructure (water, sanitation, electricity, transport) 
which reduces the burden of unpaid care work on women. Enhanced investment in girls’ education is crucial, 
including through scholarships, reduced school fees, and incentives for girls’ attendance. Leveraging technology 
to provide inclusive financial products and services can help overcome barriers to financial inclusion and support 
women’s economic empowerment. Here, digital financial services, such as mobile money, can provide women 
with access to savings, credit, and insurance, enhancing their economic security and resilience to shocks. 
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